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Optimal water supply is important in rabbit husbandry, especially under conditions of 
urinary tract diseases and for their prevention. Different drinking systems are available, for 
pet rabbits most often open dishes and nipple drinkers are used. The aim of this study was 
to investigate the influence of different drinking systems and water access times on water 
and food intake and on behavioural aspects concerning water intake.   
Twelve adult dwarf rabbits (<2.3 kg) were kept singly in wooden boxes with bedding, shelter 
and an elevated area where food and water were offered. Hay was available ad libitum, 
grain and fresh parsley (for 6 of the animals) were offered restrictively. Water was supplied 
by open dishes (Rössler Porzellan AG, Switzerland; 23 cm x 8.5 cm x 4.5 cm, content: 7.8 dl, 
filled with 4.5 to 6 dl water) and / or nipple drinkers (Classic, large bunny, Pet products, 
Great Britain; height: 18 cm, diameter: 6.5 cm, maximum content: 6.2 dl, diameter of the 
metal nipple: 7 mm diameter). In a first period the rabbits had the choice between the two 
drinking systems, in a second between two different heights of nipple drinkers (12-16 cm vs. 
7-10 cm above ground level). Additionally 5 rabbits were video taped during 252h on 6 times 
3 days during different durations of water access (24h, 12h, 6h) to investigate drinking 
behaviour and speed. For statistical analysis repeated measures ANOVA was used (PASW 
18.0, SPSS Inc. Chicago, Il).  
The open dish was clearly preferred by all 12 rabbits (p < 0.001) although all of them have 
previously been used to drinking from nipple drinkers. Each animal preferred one of the 2 
heights of nipple drinkers but no general pattern has been recognized (p = 0.897).  
With nipple drinkers the rabbits did not significantly drink less than with open dishes 
(103.5±51.3 g d
-1
 vs. 109.3±49.2 g d
-1
 for 24h (p = 0.053)) but they spent more time drinking 
(longer drinking bouts (p = 0.020) and drinker visits (p = 0.033)) with a 3 to 4 times slower 
drinking speed (p = 0.004) (Table 1). Water restriction to 12h and 6h diminished total water 
(p = 0.021), drinking water (p = 0.023) and dry matter intake (p = 0.012), to less drinker visits 
(p = 0.027) and drinking bouts (p =  0.011) and a shorter total drinking time (p = 0.001). 
Additionally the circadian drinking pattern with maxima around noon and midnight was 
interrupted with water restriction. 
The results of this study indicate that the rabbits preferred drinking from open dishes and 
that open dishes allowed a faster water intake. Water restriction to 12h and 6h had an 
impact on drinking behaviour and decreased daily water and food intake and should be 
avoided. To correspond best to the preferences of rabbits, especially under conditions of an 
increased water need, we recommend offering water in open dishes ad libitum.  
  
Table 1: Influence of the drinking system and the water access time on several parameters concerning water 
intake and its behaviour in 5 rabbits (Oryctolagus cuniculus). Mean ± SD over 3 days (influence of the drinking 
system) and over 6 days (influence of water access time). OD = open dish, ND = nipple drinker. First line: Mean 
results of the preference trial between open dish and nipple drinker in 12 rabbits during 9d with ad libitum 
water access. 
Parameter 24h water access 12 h water access 6h water access 
 OD ND OD ND OD ND 
  Preference of OD vs. ND  
Water intake from 
drinker [g d
-1
] 
86.3 ± 19.9 5.2 ± 5.1 - - - - 
  Influence of drinking system  
Total drinking time 
per day [s] 
484.3 ± 194.6 
1448.4 ± 
389.6 
410.0 ± 176.0 
1386.9 ± 
484.5 
285.8 ± 89.4 
1170.5 ± 
452.9 
Drinking speed  
[g water/min] 
13.7 ± 4.5 4.3 ± 1.8 14.1 ± 2.9 3.6 ± 1.3 17.0 ± 4.9 3.9 ± 1.7 
Mean duration of 
drinker visit [s] 
55.5±30.3 141.3±122.8 55.5±33.2 164.6±85.5 82.6±107.8 163.1±75.8 
Mean duration of 
drinking bout [s] 
13.5 ± 5.4 81.6 ± 48.7 15.3 ± 5.3 86.2 ± 44.0 15.8 ± 4.0 74.1 ± 35.4 
   Influence of water access time  
Water intake (total) 
[g d
-1
] 
160.7 ± 84.1 143.7 ± 61.4 135.0 ± 65.1 
Water intake 
(drinker) [g d
-1
] 
106.3 ± 49.3 89.9 ± 42.8 81.8 ± 38.3 
Water intake (from 
food) [g d
-1
] 
54.4 ± 60.1 53.7 ± 59.3 53.2 ± 58.7 
Dry matter intake  
[g d
-1
] 
60.1 ± 12.5 56.1 ± 10.2 52.9 ± 7.7 
Total drinking time 
per day [s] 
985.7 ± 578.7 898.4 ± 612.5 728.1 ± 552.6 
Number of drinker 
visits per day  
15.5 ± 7.8 10.8 ± 4.8 8.7 ± 3.7 
Number of drinking 
bouts per day 
30.0 ± 15.6 24.5 ± 14.8 17.5 ± 6.9 
 
